Summary. During 7 successive months in 1982 and 1983 blood and semen samples were taken from male mink. The patterns of testosterone development in sterile and fertile males were readily distinguishable from each other. Testosterone concentrations showed a clear correlation (r = 0\m=.\73) with sperm quality of mink males. High testosterone levels (16\ m=. \ 0\ p=n-\ 24\ m=. \ 5ng/ml) in early February were associated with defective sperm quality in March and low testosterone levels (2\ m=. \ 0\ p=n-\ 13\ m=. \ 3ng/ml) with good sperm quality.
Introduction
Sterility in the male mink is not unusual. As one male usually serves several females the negative effect of male sterility rapidly multiplies, leading to groups of unfertilized females. Several efforts to overcome this problem have been made. The fertility of mink males has been checked by palpation of the testes (Onstad, 1967; Venge, 1973) and by a sperm test for which the semen is collected from females after interrupted mating (Venge, 1950; Rottensten, 1959; Onstad, 1967; Sundqvist & Gustafsson, 1983) . These methods, however, do not always give a good picture of the fertility of the male and the sperm test particularly must be performed by skilled personnel and under strictly controlled conditions to give satisfactory results.
This study was undertaken to determine whether serum testosterone concentrations in male mink of different degrees of fertility can be distinguished from each other and, furthermore, whether it is possible to assess fertility by a single measurement of testosterone concentration. The possibility of checking fertility using a simple blood test would greatly enhance the chances of effectively eliminating sterile males from breeding.
Materials and Methods
Animals, collection of blood and serum separation
The mink were kept in an open-air farm and were exposed to natural weather and daylight conditions. The experimental animals were treated in the same way as the farm stock, which were provided with food and water ad libitum.
Ten mink males of the Sapphire breed were selected at random in September from a population of 60 mink and this group was bled once a month over a period of 7 consecutive months. Ten extra males were bled in February. The samples of blood were collected at 10:00-12:00 h to avoid diurnal variations in hormonal levels.
Cutting a nail is nowadays a common method of collecting blood from mink to study blood characteristics (Jepsen, Poulsen & Jorgensen, 1981 
Determination of testosterone concentration
The testosterone (125I) Radioimmunoassay Kit by Farmos Diagnostica was used to measure testosterone concentration in the serum. The antiserum cross-reacts 18% with 5a-dihydrotestosterone, but in mink 5a-dihydrotestosterone is produced in such small amounts that the error due to this cross-reactivity accounts for 5% according to Boissin-Agasse, Maurel & Boissin (1981) . The sensitivity of the assay was 0-15 ng/ml and the within-assay coefficient of variation was 8-7%.
Assessing the fertility of mink males A sperm test has been used for several years as a routine method for checking the fertility of mink males at our farm (Sundqvist & Gustafsson, 1983 
Discussion
Our observations about increased concentration of serum testosterone in mink males between December and January and declining concentrations after peak levels in late January correspond with previous reports (Nieschlag & Bieniek, 1975; Boissin-Agasse & Boissin, 1979; Pilbeam, Concannon & Travis, 1979) . In these reports no observations of clear differences between sterile and fertile males and their testosterone levels were made. In our study testosterone began to increase later in sterile than fertile males and the increase in testosterone was much sharper in sterile males. Testosterone dropped sharply in early February in fertile males, as reported by Nieschlag & Bieniek (1975) (Onstad, 1967 (Onstad, 1967 Sundqvist, unpublished) . This might partly explain the prolonged production of androgen.
